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transmitted orally or by custom, not reduced to writing until
it is in danger of being forgotten.

The fabric is crowned by the king ; not the supreme law-
giver of Roman ideas, nor the fountain of justice, nor the
irresponsible leader, nor the sole and supreme politician, nor
the one primary landowner ; but the head of the race, the
chosen representative of its identity, the successful leader of its
enterprises, the guardian of its peace, the president of its assem-
blies ; created by it, and, although empowered with a higher
sanction in crowning and anointing, answerable to his people.
He is the national representative ; the national officers are his
omcer|; he leads the army of the nation as the ealdorrnan that
of the shire ; he is supreme judge, as the sheriff is in the shire-
moot ; in each capacity his power is limited by a council of free
advisers ; and he is bound by oaths to his people to govern
well, to maintain religion, peace, and justice, they being bound
to him in turn by a general oath of fidelity.

It would be rash to affirm that the system thus characterized
ever existed in integrity, much more so that it existed in any-
thing like this integrity for the whole four centuries that pre-
ceded the Conquest. Yet that every single portion of it existed
at some period during those centuries, and when it ceased to
exist was superseded by some other arrangement of the same
kind, is capable of proof. Varieties of practice may have pre-
vailed in different ages and districts, as to the names of the
inferior courts, as to the number and functions of the assessors
of the shiremoot, as to the law of compurgation, wergild and
ordeal, as to the responsibility of the kindred, the hundred or
the township for the production of culprits ; but the general
machinery was permanent, and during the greater part of
the time little affected by Frank, Roman, or Celtic laws or
politics.

From the end of the tenth century a change sets in which
might ultimately by a slow and steady series of causes and con-
sequences have produced something like continental feudalism.